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Isn’t it weird you always wake up as yourself?
Never even one day as somebody else…
- Laura Dern as Amy Jellicoe, “Enlightened” (2011)

Let us strive together to part with time more reluctantly, to watch
the pinions of the fleeting moment until they are dim in the distance
& the new coming moment claims our attention.
- Emily Dickinson
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ABSTRACT

Images are non-verbal holders of narrative and meaning in Western culture. Historically, painting served this function—a
job that we now generally give to digital photography and cinema. One task for contemporary painting, then, might
simply be as a self-reflective metaphor for the experience of vision that is mostly lost in photographic technologies: seeing
as looking plus touching. Paintings are simultaneously objects and images—corporeal material constructions and visceral
illusionary fields. Given the current state of rapid image production, consumption, and instrumentalization, painting’s
insistence on singularity and a more ‘composed gaze’—one that asks the viewer to re-read—stands out as significant and
potentially liberating.
Boredom is ubiquitous, inconspicuous, and quiet—yet it is the most basic and relentless human state. Like other
emotions, it serves a specific, positive biological function: alongside curiosity, it propels us to do something. The
discomfort of boredom is meant to provoke us to engage with the world. In this way, boredom is an essential condition of
our humanity. Boredom, however, can also be instrumentalized. Might the restoration of embodiment to looking and the
sensation of time be a productive and empathetic antidote to perpetual distraction?
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ON BEAUTY

I found a quote from Agnes Martin online. She said, “I once taught art to adults in a night course. I had a woman who
painted her back yard, and she said it was the first time she had ever really looked at it. I think everyone sees beauty. Art
is a way to respond.”1
I think everyone sees beauty. At its core, the act of making images is survivalist: a self-preservational impulse, or an antimortality fixation. André Bazin called it a “mummy complex.”2 The impulse I experience in daily life today is: when I
see something beautiful, I take a photograph. Google’s aggregated definition of take is, “lay hold of (something) with
one’s hands; reach for and hold,” from Old Norse taka, meaning, ‘grasp, lay hold of,’ and late Old English tacan,
meaning, ‘get (especially by force), capture.’ 3 That is the desire: to hold it with my hands.
In S/Z, Roland Barthes proposes:
Beauty (unlike ugliness) cannot really be explained: in each part of the body it stands out, repeats itself, but it
does not describe itself. Like a god (and as empty) it can only say: I am what I am … In other words, beauty
cannot assert itself save in the form of citation … Left on its own, deprived of any anterior code, beauty would be
mute.4
Beauty is wordless. It can function as a mechanism that convinces us to look longer because it is housed in the surface of
things. We compulsively fixate on surface, slipping between states of sensual apprehension and searching for association.
Why is this beautiful and how do I know? Beauty is seductive, manipulative, and entertaining, but mysterious and
allusive in that it cannot be described except by comparison. It is ultimately void of significances beyond itself. As such,
beauty can be a way into the void.
1
"Agnes Martin," Guggenheim Museums and Foundation, accessed March 19, 2015, http://www.guggenheim.org/new-york/education/sackler-center/design-itshelter/view-shelters/project/1253?tmpl=component.
2
André Bazin, "The Ontology of the Photographic Image," in What Is Cinema? Trans. Hugh Gray (Berkeley: U of California, 1967).
3
"Take," Google: define, accessed March 19, 2015, https://www.google.com/#q=define: take.
4
Roland Barthes and Honoré De Balzac, S-Z (Paris: Éditions Du Seuil, 1976).
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OFFICE AESTHETICS AND UBIQUITY

Central to the aesthetics of functional social spaces is the quality of invisibility. These spaces are meant to be unnoticeable
and are so banal—so manifest—that it’s hard to call to mind what they really look like. They are neutral backdrops. But
the aesthetics of these spaces has a history and interior environments clearly affect and dictate our interactions with a
space.
The office workplace is a ubiquitous space for Americans, and for office workers it is a landscape where a considerable
portion of one’s daily existence is spent. Since the transitions in the American economy from agricultural to
manufacturing to service economies, office work has become common and widespread. A significant percentage of
Americans work in offices, and the most common job for women in America is secretary / administrative assistant,
(which, it should be noted, is the same as it was in 1950). From mid-19th century counting houses to the cubicles of
recent past, workplaces have gone through several iterations in terms of design and aesthetic ideology. Recently, the idea
of the office has begun to merge with that of domestic space. The rise of the “consultant” and the virtualization of labor
have led to growing numbers of Americans working from home. Office aesthetics blurs into domestic aesthetics,
rendering the two indistinguishable. American minimalism has been incorporated into office as well as domestic design,
functioning as a mediator of the two.
Contemporary offices are beginning to resemble the austerity of third-wave coffee shops and vice versa. The Ikea
BESTÅ Series performs great in either space, and Apple products look good with everything. Are offices non-places?
Are offices becoming all places? How is meaning garnered from or re-inserted into this seemingly passive landscape?

9

10

AMERICAN MINIMALIST / REDUCTIVE PAINTING

Recently I was in an Abercrombie and Fitch and the dim, naturally lit space with concrete floors reminded me of Dia:
Beacon. Under a stream of dappled sunlight was an ideologically confused, faux spray-painted t-shirt for sale that
declared the wearer “MINIMALIST.”
Later, I was at Dia: Beacon and, under streams of dappled sunlight, the Agnes Martins and Robert Rymans were silent and
beautiful, repetitive and full of loss.
In her essay, “Why Does Fred Sandback’s Work Make Me Cry,” Andrea Fraser describes a paradoxical sensation of loss
in art’s impossibility and longing for “what Fred Sandback called ‘pedestrian space’: ‘literal, flat-footed, and everyday,’
where the work of art exists ‘right there along with everything else in the world, not up on a spatial pedestal.’”5
Sometimes Agnes Martins fill me with a sense of relief, as after crying, and there is this one Ryman that I always feel like
falling asleep under.
At the conclusion of the essay, Fraser writes, “[Sandback’s work] is a place of affective possibility created by work that
doesn't ask me to feel, and so, I think, allows me to feel, and to be alone, in the presence of this art that’s so quiet and still,
and makes too little in the way of demands.”6

5
6

Andrea Fraser, “Why Does Fred Sandback’s Work Make Me Cry,” Grey Room 22, Winter 2005 (Cambridge, MA: MIT, 2006).
Ibid.
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VISION, LOOKING, AND PHOTOGRAPHY

Helen Molesworth, in an essay on Luc Tuymans and making reference to Barthes’ Camera Lucida, wrote that if paintings
say, “you are here,” then photographs say, “I was there.” Looking at a photograph is like looking at a moment that is dead
now, but also was alive then—and that signification of life-after-its-death still sublimely lingers in the illusion of the
photograph.7 The implication she is making with the pronouns is important, too. Ontologically, paintings signify
something very different.
Digital photographs are intertwined with daily life more deeply now than ever before. Photography (especially
“traditional” photography) seems as dead in 2015 as painting ever was. I wonder what “the last photograph” looks like.
Digital photography is so pervasive that roughly 10% of all the photographs ever taken since the invention of photography
in the mid-1800s were (theoretically) taken in the last year, and the number of photographs being taken continues to grow
rapidly and exponentially.8 Digital photographs flatten, objectify, disembody, and de-contextualize perceptive
experiences in a way that creates images that look—or is it feel?—contextless and thus inert.
Jonathan Crary suggests in Techniques of the Observer that there was a systemic shift, “a radical abstraction and
reconstruction of optical experience,” as a result of the development of photographic technologies, and thus in observers
and the way people understood “reality”.9 Vision, which previously had been a combination of looking and touching, was
severed from the body. Individual vision itself was democratized and commodified into something that could be infinitely
transferable, repeatable, and consumable. As Crary describes:
Modernization is a process by which capitalism uproots and makes mobile that which is grounded, clears away or
obliterates that which impedes circulation, and makes exchangeable what is singular. This applies as much to
bodies, signs, images, languages, kinship relations, religious practices, and nationalities as it does to commodities,
wealth, and labor power. Modernization becomes a ceaseless and self-perpetuating creation of new needs, new
consumption, and new production.10
With digital photographs even the indexicality of the image—its physical relationship to reality—has been thrown out.
Digitalization has made the consumability and democratization of looking even more instantaneous, infinite, and
exchangeable.
7

Helen Molesworth, "Painting the Banality of Evil," in Luc Tuymans (San Francisco: San Francisco Museum of Modern Art, 2009).
Jonathan Good, "How Many Photos Have Ever Been Taken?" 1000memories. Wayback Machine, published September 15, 2011, accessed March 19, 2015,
http://web.archive.org/web/20130120091942/http://blog.1000memories.com/94-number-of-photos-ever-taken-digital-and-analog-in-shoebox.
9
Jonathan Crary, Techniques of the Observer: On Vision and Modernity in the Nineteenth Century (Cambridge, MA: MIT, 1990).
10
Ibid.
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ON MICHELANGELO ANTONIONI + SLOW CINEMA

“What do people expect me to do with my eyes?” Monica Vitti’s character Giuliana asks in Michelangelo Antonioni’s
Red Desert (1964)11. I read somewhere that Antonioni said that what he wanted from his films was to make a record of
life.
His films’ poignancy lies in their mutual concern with longing, the inevitability of subjectivity, and the alienation of
figure in landscape. “We are all separate,” Vitti says at the conclusion of Red Desert, “If you prick me, you don’t
suffer.”12
Humans bear an inherent scopic drive to see and know: to make sense of things, to seek resolution, to know everything is
going to be okay. Narrative filmic conventions exploit this desire for explication and knowledge via rhythms of suspense
and conclusion. Antonioni’s films deliberately reverse filmic convention and refuse clear conclusion. His films
instantiate the sensation of the desire to see and know through the obstruction of information, and thus provoke anxious
feelings of powerlessness and unfulfillment.
On the other hand, our quotidian experience is inherently ambiguous and fragmented; we can never know or see
everything. Perhaps absence can activate a liminal space of imaginative potential or empathy. Antonioni’s films
implicate the spectator to see beyond the overwhelming desire to know; to let be. He implements le temps mort—lengthy
visual passages absent of narrative content during which the gaze of the camera remains beyond filmic conventions. The
dead time in his films foregrounds the spectatorial, psychological, and aesthetic experience of duration. Antonioni also
makes use of blurred and obstructed visual components, redacted content, carefully obfuscated dialogue, and silence to
enact this kind of experiential cinematic event.
Absence is terrifying and anxiety-inducing but also undetermined and full of potential. Like staring at the ocean or the
empty wall space behind your computer, the experience of absence can be a powerfully imaginative and blissed-out one.

11
12

Red Desert, directed by Michelangelo Antonioni, Italy/France: Rizzoli, 1964.
Ibid.
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ON TIME

Between tasks or routines, there is unacknowledged time and blank spaces spent staring, daydreaming, or zoning out. It is
akin to time spent sleeping—unconscious and quickly forgotten. Sometimes we say we “killed” time. Time to kill.
I cannot formulate a complete list of my movements within a day. I do not remember: watched a shadow flickering on the
wall for ten minutes after breakfast, paid attention to the light reflecting on the floor for five minutes between writing
emails, stared out the window at the sky for three minutes before going home. This kind of time is unknown. What kinds
of things in an interior space, aside from screens that lead out of the physical and into the virtual, are compulsively stared
at or absent-mindedly fixated on and why? What is the residue of the quotidian? Does it have a different hue?
Reclaiming time and recovering the sensation of duration is one of my modest hopes for painting. Of course, time-based
media such as cinema does this well—as with Antonioni’s le temps mort, the camera shows the viewer where to look,
when, and for how long. The camera has full control over the duration of the viewer’s experience of a pictorial field, and
thus can time-keep. Regarding slow cinema, Manohla Dargis wrote, “Long movies … take time away even as they
restore a sense of duration, of time and life passing.” This task is complicated to achieve in a singular, still image—in a
painting. Perhaps it is impossible, since we each have our own “time” anyway. However, as Dargis continues, “Faced
with duration not distraction, your mind may wander … In wandering there can be revelation.”13 If cinema can visually
instantiate time, perhaps a painting only has the capacity to distill time, to make time spent looking tangible.

13

Manohla Dargis and A.O. Scott, “In Defense of the Slow and Boring,” New York Times, published June 3, 2011, accessed March 19, 2015,
http://www.nytimes.com/2011/06/05/movies/films-in-defense-of-slow-and-boring.html?_r=0.
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BOREDOM, ENNUI, MALAISE

A few definitions:
Boredom: The state of feeling bored: the boredom of afternoon duty could be relieved by friendly conversation.14
Ennui: Mid 18th century: French, from Latin mihi in odio est 'it is hateful to me'. Compare with annoy. A feeling
of listlessness and dissatisfaction arising from a lack of occupation or excitement.15
Malaise: Mid 18th century: French, from Old French mal 'bad' (from Latin malus) + aise 'ease'. A general feeling
of discomfort, illness, or uneasiness whose exact cause is difficult to identify: a society afflicted by a deep
cultural malaise; a general air of malaise.16
Boredom is ubiquitous, inconspicuous, and quiet—yet it is the most relentless human state. Like other emotions, it serves
a specific, positive biological function: alongside curiosity, it propels us to do something. The discomfort of boredom
provokes us to engage with the world.
One taxonomy of boredom is as follows: indifferent boredom (relaxed, withdrawn, indifferent), calibrating boredom
(uncertain, receptive to change/distraction), searching boredom (restless, active pursuit of change/distraction) and
reactant boredom (high reactant, motivated to leave a situation for specific alternatives), apathetic boredom, (learned
helplessness, depression, low arousal levels and high levels of aversion). According to researchers, apathetic boredom is
the most prevalent.17
David Foster Wallace’s novel The Pale King is one of the most comprehensive art works on boredom in recent history. In
it, ghosts visit I.R.S. tax examiners during moments of extreme boredom. One such ghost describes to a character how the
word “boredom” didn’t appear until 1766 (which is true). The ghost says: “They don’t ever say it though. Have you
noticed? They talk around it. It’s too manifest. Like talking about the air you’re breathing, yes? It would be like saying,
I see So-and-So with my eye. What would be the point?”18 The novel proposes that we devote most of our energy to
distracting ourselves from the ambient psychic distress that accompanies boredom, and that, “the key [to modern life] is
the ability, whether innate or conditioned, to find the other side of the rote, the picayune, the meaningless, the repetitive,
the pointlessly complex.”19

14

"Boredom," Oxford Dictionaries, accessed March 19, 2015, http://www.oxforddictionaries.com.
"Ennui," Oxford Dictionaries, accessed March 19, 2015, http://www.oxforddictionaries.com.
16
"Malaise," Oxford Dictionaries, accessed March 19, 2015, http://www.oxforddictionaries.com.
17
T. Goetz, et al (2013). Types of Boredom: An Experience Sampling Approach, Motivation and Emotion, DOI 10.1007/s11031-013-9385-y.
18
David Foster Wallace, The Pale King (New York: Little, Brown, 2011).
19
Ibid.
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ON EMPATHY

Leslie Jamison, in an excerpt from The Empathy Exams published in Believer, writes, “Empathy requires inquiry as much
as imagination. Empathy requires knowing you know nothing. Empathy means acknowledging a horizon of context that
extends perpetually beyond what you can see.”20
Empathy is tender and radical. In Anne Carson’s essay, “Decreation: How Women Like Sappho, Marguerite Porete and
Simone Weil Tell God,” Carson describes a notion of “decreation,” or, “an undoing of the creature in us.” This, she
proposes, is love, which “dares the self to leave itself behind.” The idea of leaving the self behind, as she notes, is
paradoxical for an artist: “To be a writer is to construct a big, loud, shiny centre of self from which the writing is given
voice and any claim to be intent on annihilating this self while still continuing to write … must involve the writer in some
important acts of subterfuge or contradiction.”21
Is this empathy? If so, how can I say anything from an empathetic vantage? And is leaving the self behind a problematic
goal? “To tell is a function of self,” as Carson acknowledges. She suggests that Sappho, Porete, and Weil opt to leave
their reader in wonder, to “create a sort of dream of distance in which the self is displaced from the centre of the work and
the teller disappears into the telling.”22
Jamison, again:
I wonder if my empathy has always been this, in every case: just a bout of hypothetical self-pity projected onto
someone else. Is this ultimately just solipsism? Adam Smith confesses in his Theory of Moral Sentiments: ‘When
we see a stroke aimed and just ready to fall upon the leg or arm of another person, we naturally shrink and draw
back our own leg or our own arm.’ … Empathy isn’t just something that happens to us—a meteor shower of
synapses firing across the brain—it’s also a choice we make: to pay attention, to extend ourselves. It’s made of
exertion, that dowdier cousin of impulse.
Perhaps the desire to tell is all about paradox, “about being placed at the crossing-point of a contradiction.”23
20
Leslie Jamison, "The Empathy Exams," in The Believer, published February 1, 2014, accessed May 19, 2015,
http://www.believermag.com/issues/201402/?read=article_jamison.
21
Anne Carson, “Decreation: How Women Like Sappho, Marguerite Porete and Simone Weil Tell God,” Decreation: Poetry, Essays, Opera (New York: Knopf, 2005).
22
23

Ibid.
Ibid.
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ON REVERIE AND BANALITY

Reverie is “a state of being pleasantly lost in one’s thoughts; a daydream.”24
There is a quiet pull through history to represent or concretize banality—a pull that, at least across the history of painting
and photography, often seems to go hand in hand with framing the profoundly ordinary notion of paying attention to light.
Vilhelm Hammershoi, Edward Hopper, Andy Warhol, Patrick Caulfield, Lois Dodd, Catherine Murphy, and Sylvia
Plimack Mangold all worked on this idea, in varying capacities, of framing the act of looking and subduing the “subject”
until it’s nearly nothing. Photographers like Stephen Shore, Tim Davis, and Moyra Davey have also taken up ideas about
the notion of perception. Staring out the window, staring at the wall, staring at the floor, staring at a blank sheet of paper,
staring at the same image—over and over again. How does one look at looking? Perhaps what these artists propose is
that certain aspects of the seemingly banal are important, and if dwelled upon, are actually the most continually honest
and pervasive parts of being alive. Banality, when lingered on, can slip into reverie.

24

"Reverie," Oxford Dictionaries, accessed March 19, 2015, http://www.oxforddictionaries.com.
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SELF-REFERENTIAL DESCRIPTION

The images represented in my paintings and other works allude to shadows on walls, light coming through venetian
blinds, office plants, desk lamps, the edges of computers, desk chairs, corners of walls, floors, and ceilings, and yoga
mats. Rather than paint these images directly, I let paint gradually gather, and through accumulation the images appear
and disappear. Color invokes an experiential, optical burn. In their obfuscation, awkward cropping, 1:1 scale, and
uncomfortable vacancy, the painted images act as phantom “slices of reality” that reveal themselves over time. When
glanced at quickly, they barely appear as anything more than vaguely minimalist abstractions or monochromes, but
lingered on longer and they begin to cohere into representational images—like Polaroids paused in different moments of
development.
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ON BODY

In an interview in 2000 Poet Jorie Graham said, when asked about her poetry MFA students and what she hopes for the
future of poetry, that:
Somewhere between the ‘I’ that takes its authority from an apparent act of confessional ‘sincerity,’ and the ‘I’ that
takes its authority from seeing through to its own socially constructed nature, there is still the ‘I’ that falls in love,
falls out of love, gives birth, loses loved ones, inhales when passing by a fragrant rosebush—the ‘I’ that has no
choice but mortality. That ‘I’ … is emerging from the great philosophical fray of the last decade with a new
respect for the mystery of personhood, and a more sophisticated understanding of its simultaneously illusory and
essential nature. If I have a wish, it is that the body’s … knowledge be trusted again, that the fear of the body …
decrease, and that the senses be used again in our poetry, that real images be felt, written, and most importantly,
understood for the knowledge they contain.25
I think this statement relates in a compelling way to painting today. In particular: is it still meaningful to be able to
recognize something (the light at a specific time of day, the sky of a particular place, the feeling of paper, et cetera) with
our body (our senses) rather than from a cerebral knowledge? Is it even possible now, in an age of infinite reproducibility
and digitalization, to identify this kind of knowledge—and “trust” it again? Is it worthwhile or just technophobic to wish
for this return?

25
Jorie Graham and Mark Wunderlich, "The Glorious Thing: Jorie Graham and Mark Wunderlich in Conversation," Poets.org, Academy of American Poets, published
in 2000, accessed May 19, 2015, http://www.poets.org/poetsorg/text/glorious-thing-jorie-graham-and-mark-wunderlich-conversation.
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ON PAINTING

Broadly speaking, I understand (contemporary) art-making to function as a mechanism through which observations are
exteriorized—a mass feedback loop through history of infinitely evolving human subjectivities. Painting, in particular,
historically served a narrative function in Western culture, a task now generally given to digital photography and cinema.
One task for contemporary painting thus might simply be as a self-reflective metaphor for vision: seeing as looking plus
touching. Paintings are simultaneously objects and images—material constructions and illusionary fields—and frames
through which images appear whole and yet incomplete, incomplete and yet whole. In this way I see paintings as
documents or records of the often alienating subjective experience that comes with being a mind with a body: able to
encounter an external object in the physical world, and, simultaneously, conceive an illusion inwardly.
Given the current state of rapid image production, consumption, and instrumentalization, one of the latent abilities
particular to painting as a device for image-making is that paintings can impose or insist on singularity and a ‘composed
gaze’—one that asks the viewer to re-read.
Of re-reading, Barthes wrote:
Rereading, an operation contrary to the commercial and ideological habits of our society, which would have us
‘throw away’ the story once it has been consumed (‘devoured’), so that we can then move on to another story, buy
another book … rereading draws the text out of its internal chronology (‘this happens before or after that’) and
recaptures a mythic time (without before or after) … rereading is no longer consumption, but play (that play
which is the return of the different).26
In this way, the power of re-reading offers a blank space for reverie and un-instrumentalized time—what Barthes calls
“play”—that Modernization is insistent upon either consuming or obliterating. This blank space can be an empathetic
place of unknowingness.
26

Barthes and Balzac, S-Z.
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